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2008 Governor’s Awards  
for Excellence in the Arts Recipients

The Music of the New Mexican 
Matachines Dance

by Claude Stephenson, State Folklorist

F
ollowing our recent successful Matachines dance gathering in May, I have 

had many queries about the music that accompanied the different groups 

that performed. I think the topic merits some discussion and would be rele-

vant to both those who attended and those who could not. Jack Loeffler wrote an 

essay about the music for our program booklet, but there are a few more pieces to 

the puzzle that I would like to add to the mix. 

Harry  Benjamin has played an important role in his com-

munity of Silver City. The renowned painter has a rich history of 

involvement with the Silver City Museum, Western New Mexico 

University, Cobre Schools, Mimbres Region Arts Council, and numer-

ous other arts organizations and individual artists. Benjamin is best 

known for his stunning depiction of the southwestern New Mexico 

landscape and his wonderful eclectic spirit. A recent 40-year retrospec-

tive of his work at the Silver City Museum featured more than 80 paint-

ings, drawings, sculptures, collages, and ceramic works. In the 1980s, 

Benjamin’s studio/gallery/residence What’s a Pot Shop was the only 

place of its kind in a downtown area that was run down and fading. 

Now it is an anchor of a vibrant creative arts district. Benjamin has 

helped many artists in Silver City to find gallery representation by tak-

ing them around to meet other gallery owners and artists. 

Taos artist Tammy  Garcia’s accomplishments in introducing 

unique contemporary design to ceramics, jewelry, pottery, and sculp-

ture are unparalleled. She has helped redefine traditional pueblo pot-

tery and incorporate it into contemporary art. Garcia will be recognized 

with a lifetime achievement award and is the youngest recipient at age 

38. The Eiteljorg Museum of American Indians and Western Art in 

Indianapolis has held a retrospective of Garcia’s work and the National 

Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington D.C. will have a major 

exhibition of Garcia’s work this coming August. Garcia is a descendant 

of the renowned Tafoya family of distinguished potters, learning her 

art from mother Linda Cain and grandmother Mary Cain. Garcia is 

known for being an artist who gives back to the community. She 

donates works of art to 

benefit numerous non-

profits in New Mexico 

including the Buckaroo 

Ball and Santa Fe 

Indian Market. 

Through her Blue Rain 

Gallery in Santa Fe, 

she helps promote 

other Native American 

artists and organizes 

traveling shows in the 

major art markets in 

the United States.

Jack  Loeffler 

is a true Renaissance 

man. During the 1950s 

and early 1960s, Loeffler was a jazz trumpeter who performed 

throughout the United States. He has written numerous books, includ-

ing Adventures with Ed: A Portrait of Abbey, which was published in 2002 

and recounts his experiences with writer and pioneering environmen-

talist Edward Abbey. Loeffler moved to New Mexico in 1962 and has 

devoted the last 40 years to preserving and sharing the arts and stories 

of the people of his adopted state. He has interviewed and recorded 

writers, visual artists, traditional indigenous people, musicians, and 

ordinary people who live in every region of the state.

As a master artist in ethnomusicology, Loeffler has set extremely high 

standards for sound quality and editing. Through his artistic record-

ings, he has exposed the world to traditional Hispano and Native 

American music and culture. Loeffler’s personal archive of interviews, 

music, and environmental sounds has been fully digitized onto archival 

gold CDs and hard drives to be saved for future generations. The col-

lection is already being used in current exhibitions and programs at the 

Palace of the Governors that will share this outstanding ethnographic 

collection in the new State History Museum, which is set for a public 

opening on Memorial Day weekend 2009. Loeffler’s radio shows, 

which include the ongoing Lore of the Land and Moving Waters – the 

Colorado River and the West, are legendary, not only for the information 

they impart, but for the inspiration they engender. 

Born and raised in Artesia, Noel  Marquez  has devoted his artis-

tic career since the early 1970s to working with the community in 

which he has lived. With degrees from the University of New Mexico 

and University of 

California, Marquez 

has created important 

artworks in New 

Mexico. Marquez has 

been commissioned by 

the state public art 

program for murals in 

Hobbs, Lake Arthur, 

Artesia, and Mesquite. 

He has worked as an 

artist in residence, 

taught mural work-

shops, and led commu-

nity-based murals like 

the Eddy County Mural 

in Carlsbad and a mural 

at the Heritage 

Jemez Pueblo Matachines, Danzante
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2008 Governor’s Awards  
for Excellence in the Arts

Governor Bill Richardson and First Lady Barbara Richardson, along with the New 

Mexico Arts Commission, have announced the recipients of the 2008 Governor’s 

Awards for Excellence in the Arts.

This year’s recipients are Harry Benjamin of Silver City for Painting; Tammy Garcia 

of Santa Clara Pueblo for Visual Arts – Pottery, Sculpture, and Glass; Jack Loeffler 

of Santa Fe for Ethnomusicology and Writing; Noel 

Marquez of Artesia for Painting and Mural Artistry; 

Eugene Newmann of Ribera for Painting; Ali 

MacGraw of Tesuque – Major Contributor to the Arts; 

Eileen A. Wells of Santa Fe – Major Contributor to 

the Arts; and KHFM Radio 95.5 of Albuquerque – 

Major Contributor to the Arts.

Established in 1974 by Governor Bruce King and 

First Lady Alice King, the Governor’s Arts Awards 

celebrate the role that artists, craftspeople, and arts 

supporters play in the  economic and cultural life of 

New Mexico. During its 34-year existence, a diverse 

and prestigious list of painters, weavers, sculptors, 

dancers, musicians, storytellers, poets, actors, 

playwrights, and potters have been honored. 

Nominations for the awards are invited each year 

from arts groups and individuals. All nominations 

are reviewed by a committee of the New Mexico Arts 

Commission, which sends its recommendations to the 

full commission and to the governor.

The 2008 Governor’s Arts Awards ceremonies will be held on Friday, September 12, 

5:15 to 7:00 p.m. at the St. Francis Auditorium, New Mexico Museum of Art in Santa 

Fe. A public reception and exhibit opening will be held from 3:00 to 4:30 pm,  

in the Governor’s Gallery, 4th Floor, State Capitol. Both events are free and open to 

the public.
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ARTSpeak is a free, quarterly publica-

tion of New Mexico Arts, a Division of 

the Department of Cultural Affairs. 

Funding for New Mexico Arts comes 

from the State of New Mexico and the 

National Endowment for the Arts. To 

receive ARTSpeak, call NM Arts at 

505/827-6490 or 800/879-4278, or 

write ARTSpeak/NM Arts, PO Box 

1450, Santa Fe, NM 87504-1450. 

Deadline for the Fall 2008 issue is 

August 22, 2008; send info and/or pho-

tos to ARTSpeak c/o NM Arts,  

or email anna.blyth@state.nm.us. 

ARTSpeak and other NM Arts publica-

tions can be accessed on the web at  

www.nmarts.org.
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When I first started playing violin for the 
Bernalillo Matachines, I did not think 
much about the music other than the fact 
that it seemed different and strange to my 
ear, which had been trained in the preva-
lent Western European genres. I had heard 
the repertoire of a few other groups and 
noted similarities, but did not have the 
inclination to study it further until one fall 
evening driving home from a music festival 
in southern Colorado. 

The previous weekend had been spent at 
the Border Folk Festival in El Paso where I 
had the opportunity to witness a 
Tarahumara Matachines group from 
Mexico. Their version of the dance and its 
music were very different from Bernalillo, 
but there was this one part in the middle 
that was almost exactly the same. It was 
the segment of the dance where the 
Monarca raises up the dancers two-by-two 
until they are all dancing together. The 
accompanying three-quarter-time melody 
was quite familiar, although the 
Tarahumara musicians played a simpler and 
much slower version than Bernalillo.

Listening to my car radio a week later, I 
heard an obvious variant of the same tune 
on a station from Alamosa, Colorado. Not 
only that, but many of the other tunes 
played were variants on the Bernalillo mel-
odies I was familiar with. The announcer 
came on and said that we had been listen-
ing to Matachines music from Picuris 
Pueblo. The question then dawned on me, 
“How did this tune get from the mountains 
of Mexico to the Sangre de Cristos via 
Bernalillo? ”  And then, “Are there other 
tunes that these groups share and, if so, 
where did they come from and how did 
they get there?”

Like most of the mysteries surrounding 
Matachines, I have never found a definitive 
answer, but after much study I can con-
clude that the Matachines music played by 
the musicians accompanying the dance 
groups in northern and central New 
Mexico all came from one central source.  
The three-quarter-time melody that 
accompanies what I call the Monarca’s 
dance is the most prevalent. It is played by 
all New Mexican groups except for 
Tortugas, but there are also other shared 
tunes. There is a tune for the dance seg-
ment that is varyingly called La Patadita 
(little kick) or Zapateado (shoe stamping) 
that is universal to all but Tortugas as well. 

The Toro dance melody is shared by all 
who perform this segment, although it is 
played in varying time signatures of 2/4, 
4/4, and 6/8. From this point forward, 
there are other tunes that are shared, but 
the names change along with the part of 
the dance it accompanies.

For example, all of these groups have a seg-
ment called La Cruz (the cross) and many of 
them share variants of the same melody, 
but others play the “Cruz” tune for a seg-
ment sometimes called the Cambiada 
(change) or La Mudanza (mix-
ing) and vice versa. There is a 
Malinche melody often per-
formed in a medley of tunes 
where one can hear an echo of 
the roots of that are common-
ly shared, but the tempo and 
structure vary quite widely. 
There are other tunes that are 
shared by only two or three 
different groups. 

No one knows how long these 
dances have been accompanied 
by these tunes, but we can 
establish that the violin did 
not exist in New Mexico prior 
to about 1600. If the dance 
was accompanied by this 
music before that time, it had 
to have been played on differ-
ent instruments. As the 
Pueblos of New Mexico were 
not known to have melodic 
instruments other than small 
flutes and/or conch shell 
trumpets before the arrival of 
the Spanish, it has been 
assumed that if the dance was 
being practiced here earlier, it 
was likely accompanied by 
percussion instruments and 
possibly voice. 

My current guess is that the 
music we hear today probably 
had its New Mexican genesis 
in the late eighteenth to early nineteenth 
centuries when violins and guitars became 
more commonly available in small commu-
nities around the state.  However, where it 
came from and how it got here no one real-
ly knows, and its exact origin may never 
truly be established. 

I have surmised that some of the musicians 
who accompanied the Matachines dances 
likely also played for community bailes 

(dances) and, whenever these musicians 
gathered, they shared their latest repertoire 
additions with each other, much as folk 
musicians do today.  Because it was an aural 
tradition, each musician varied the tunes to 
their own abilities, ears, memories, and 
tastes when they returned home and per-
formed them.

This explanation has been used to  
account for the many community variations 
on commonly collected New Mexican 
dance tunes from this period, such as  

La Varsoviana (the Young Girl from Warsaw) 
and El Vaquero (the Cowboy) and I would 
hazard that the same would hold true for 
the melodies of the Matachines we still 
hear being played today. 

For more information, read Jack Loeffler’s 
essay about Matachines music in our pro-
gram booklet available for download on our 
website www.nmarts.org/matachines/
essays.php.
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Teri Greeves
Size 12 Czechoslovakian cut beads, 
sterling silver beads, cow rawhide, 
brain-tanned deer hide, seed pearls, 
and glass beads
20" X 3.5"
City of Artesia Senior Center, Artesia Jemez Pueblo Matachines, Abuelo




